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ABSTRACT

This thesis explores the impact of life histories on the attitudes and

experiences of Black women officers. I-depth, personal interviews with fifteen

women officers, concentrating heavily on life histories, were the major source of

data. Literature and studies concentrating on military Black women are few and

limited in scope. This .z -s -.•, - mpts to unveil the importance of understanding

the experiences of Black female oficers.

This thesis includes an examination of the reproduction of racism in our

society, the military and civilian organizations; a look at the role of the Black

female in and out of her own culture, the social forces influencing her everyday

experiences in and out of the military; and the identification of the structures and

practices that have maintained and promoted a bias of attitude and action in the

military.

The interview protocol explanation establishes the methodology used to obtain

six major themes from the analysis of data. The conclusion provides recommended

actions to uncover and eliminate potential racial and gender bias that may exist in
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I. INTRODUCTION

The history of Black women in the military began long before both Blacks and

women were officially accepted as part of the ranks. Both Blacks and women were called

upon by the armed forces in times of war only to be cast out when a crisis subsided. Not

until the Armed Forces Integration Act of 1948 were women allowed to enlist in the

regular armed services. At that time, they occupied 2 percent of military enlisted forces.

Today the number of Black women serving in the military has increased from .54 percent

in 1974 to 3.7 percent in 1989. Black women officers, in particular, comprise 13.2

percent of all active duty women officers in 1989, up from 3.3 percent in 1971 (Moore,

1991, p. 363). Despite this increase, very little attention has been given to the

paiticipation of Black women in the military.

The military experience differs for Black and White women for a number of

reasons. Not only do Black women have to contend with a society that views her as

being inferior bec;ause of her gender, but also with a society that refuses to recognize her

as a human being because of her race. The military, a socially and politically masculine

organization, has confronted the Black woman with both racism and sexism-- "the sum

of which is greater than its parts" (Moore, p. 366).

This thesis is part of an on-going study conducted at the Naval Postgraduate School

on issues surrounding gender as they relate to the Department of the Navy (DON).

Unlike many studies conducted for the DON, this will provide a qualitative look at first-
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hand experiences of Black women officers in the Navy. The intent of the thesis is not

to provide an alternative to statistical data on such issues but to enhance what is known

about the existing numbers.

The anticipated goal of this thesis is to provide a window for Defense policy makers

that makes them aware of the interwoven issues of gender and race and their

immeasurable effects on the Black women of the services.

The next chapter is dedicated to a literature review followed by a chapter presenting

data collection methods. After the data collection methods comes and examination and

analysis of the Black women's experiences and from that major themes are developed.

The full analysis chapter forms the basis for the recommendations and conclusions given

in final chapter.
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IL LITERATURE REVIEW

A. INTRODUCTION

This chapter will focus on the concept of gender, the role of race and their

influences on individual lives in society and the U.S. military.

The purpose of this chapter is to explore and explain how the present social and

military environment is maintained and sustained at its current hierarchy. This hierarchy

is a bureaucratic ladder where men often remain at least one rung ahead of women. The

influential role of race on women's experiences will be explored concentrating on Black

women and their culture. In particular, how race has caused a schism in the women's

movement, which has in turn colored the life instances of women in the military. To

begin with, the ways in which gender is defined will be examined, followed by an

examination of the gendering process and the reproduction of racism. Next a description

of the forces shaping and pulling the Black woman in society will be discussed. Finally,

there will be a look at the Black and White military woman and the theories suggesting

the causes of the inequalities that exist in the military environment.

B. GENDER VERSUS SEX

The terms "gender" and "sex" are frequently used interchangeably even though the

two words describe different sides of the same coin. Gender, according to Oakley (1972

p. 116), is a product of cultural influences whereas sex merely refers to the basic
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physiological differences between men and women. Sometimes this is simplified so as to

make male and female sex the basis for gender (Connell, 1987 p. 66). Gender is a

patterned, socially produced, distinction between men and women, masculine and

feminine. It becomes a product of social and professional interactions. The means by

which "masculine" and "feminine" are reinforced or "practiced" lies in our social,

cultural, economical, religious, political, familial, and military structures (Connell, 1987).

C. GEN' EKING PROCESSES AND THE REPRODUCTION OF RACISM

As mentioned earlier, gender ideals are an integral part of an ongoing process. The

structure of our lives and the daily practices or routines are intertwined. The structure

promotes specific practices and the practices in turn support the structure (Connell, 1987).

Neither one can exist without the other. According to Acker the term "gendered"

processes "means that advantage and disadvantage, exploitation and control, action and

emotion, meaning and identity, are patterned through and in terms of a distinction

between male and female, masculine and feminine (1990). The reinforcement occurs in

every thought and activity during a lifetime. It is a process that is perpetually recreating

itself.

Gender has become the divisional line in many aspects of our lives including the

division of labor, physical space, and power (Burrell, 1980, p. 94). Today "female" is

still associated more with the home and things domestic whereas male is liked to the

career and financial support, things of the public arena. These lines could not exist

without the culture to support and reinforce them.
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Gendering also involves the creation of symbols and images to form a

consciousness that justifies gender divisions. The media is guilty of this. But also

organizations and the military in particular render themselves slaves to gendering.

Successful officers are usually defined as "forceful", "decisive", and "rational"--qualities

typically associated with images of masculinity. Unsuccessful officers are usually defined

as "weak", "indecisive"--terms associated with femininity.

The interactions between men and women, women and women, men and men

continue to reproduce gendered organizations. These encounters create alliances and

exclusions and form dominant and subordinate relationships (Acker, 1992). The language,

actions and attitudes between these different groups define the structure and atmosphere

of the organization, be it military or civilian.

The gendering process continues through behaviors, dress, and attitudes. Each

member of the organization fulfills his or her gendered role ensuring and perpetuating the

gendered structure of work and opportunity (Acker, 1992).

Images of race and race-associated behaviors are, like gender, born and nurtured

through society, its structure, and the men and women living in it. Race is similar to

"sex" in that it is a biological characteristic inherent to men and women. In a

comparative light, the ideas and reactions surrounding race are constructed through the

language and actions of society's people. In this respect race attitudes, both negative and

positive (though more the former than the latter), are perpetuated or reproduced by the

members of society or the organization. For example, because the source of the military's

personnel is society, it is therefore unrealistic to assume that the attitudes of certain
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groups in society wiUl be left on the military's doorstep. That is to say that as hard as the

military or any organization tries to eliminate faulty racial attitudes, it cannot fully destroy

these views. Generalizations centered on race are very contagious and this is part of the

reproduction.

Most people feel the need to clearly define what a person is in order to know how

to react toward that person. The military is a severely male-dominated, structured

organization which trains its members to identify the unknown and react accordingly.

People that make up the unknown in the military are all those that do not fall into the

white male category. It is the unknown group that has labels adhered to them so that the

dominating group can determine how to react to them. Compartmentalizing is a safe and,

as they see it, easy way of handling life. However, human behavior and experiences

cannot be defined in black or white, so any attempt to define a person based on gender

and race is to create stringent limits. If the person does not fall exactly within those

limits then conflict, misunderstandings, and false impressions arise. Hill and Jones

explain that generalizations reduce differences be-ween minority group members. This

reduction in differences makes it easier for the dominant group to react to a minority (Hill

and Jones, 1993).

D. THE IMPORTANCE OF IDENTITY AND CORE IDENTITY ELEMENTS

Gender uniformity minimizes the differences between people of a gender. This

situation continues to exist in society and in particular in the military in spite of research

providing evidence that the combined and interactive effects of race, ethnicity, class and
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gender have a pervasive impact on the lives of women of color. The idea that theories

developed on the experiences of white women are congruent with the experiences of

women of color have yet to be justified--ethnocentric thinking (Bell and Nkomo, 1992).

Bell and Nkomo discuss the idea of core identity elements to avoid the ethnocentric trap.

These core identities may illuminate the current understanding of organizational women,

the military's woman in particular. The four elements of gender, race, ethnicity, and class

are interdependent and interactive rather than being hierarchical and static in nature.

Taken together they form a gestalt: One element may become prominent while the others

remain in the background. In Western civilization the four core identity elements have

significant and far-reaching consequences in women's lives (Hill and Jones, 1993). Fox-

Genovese (1991) argues that "race and gender should, in fact, enjoy privileged positions

in our understanding of American culture for they lie at the core of any sense of self."

(Bell and Nkomo, 1992, p. 240). The military has been guilty of gender uniformity for

years. Military studies up to the present day have distinguished race as an ardent factor

in the lives of men but has yet to see it as a factor in the diverse lives of women. Most

published studies categorize men as either Black, Hispanic, Asian, and so on. Women

are categorized as women. Whether this is the intent or not, all women are perceived as

being white, and all blacks are perceived as being men (Hill and Jones, 1993).

The identity of a person is "located in the core of the individual and yet also in the

core of his common culture." (Erickson 1968 p. 22). He goes on to describe identity as

a process "by which the individual judges himself in the light of what he perceives to be

the way in which others judge him." (p. 22). Identity is the interaction between the
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psychological and the social, the developmental and the historical (Erickson, 1968).

Race and gender identities manifested in organizations are a spill over from society.

The military is a microcosm of society and so too draws from it.

The concept of race remains powerful, having acquired significant social and

political ramifications. Members of the dominant white community have used the concept

of race to create a hierarchy based on skin color. Ironically, so too have people of color

developed a similar hierarchy.

Bell and Nkomo explain that a biography is the story of a person's life and in this

case a woman's life. What a woman comes to understand about the world, her self-

worth, her skill level, and the quality of life she comes to expect--all originate early in

life. Women's stories provide insights on their motives, goals, and capacities as they

move through life. Women are mothers, daughters, wives, friends and workers in the

community in addition to being military officers. A holistic portrayal is critical for

discovering the multifaceted roles, connections, and discontinuities inherent in their lives.

E. BLACK WOMEN WITHIN THE BLACK MOVEMENT

The Black protest movement of the late 1800's and early 1900's has been credited

with giving rise to the United States women's movement. Within the larger movement

was a group labeled the "abolitionist movement". This component of the Black

movement was viewed as the white wing of the larger movement which encompassed it

in significant ways. This movement drew both white men and women into the social

protest against slavery. The participation of white women in this movement had profound
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consequences for the emergence of the American women's movement White women

were brought into contact with powerful Black women activists whose very presence and

widespread activism shattered the female "weaker sex" stereotype so prevalent in white

middle-class America. The nonstereotypical role played by Black women alerted White

women to another source of human oppression--male domination. The actions of the

Black women demonstrated that there was no preordained social order for women. But

there was another force within the abolitionist movement--white male dot ion and

chauvinism-that revealed the exhausting nature of gender oppression. Ironically, white

men insisted on dominating women even within a freedom movement focused on

overthrowing human slavery (Hill and Jones, 1993).

In 1960 a similar process occurred. Up to this point the women's movement was

in a dormant stage and many of the white women experienced their oppression in private.

As in the nineteenth century, the civil rights and black movement opened the door for

women to protest. The Civil Rights Act was passed in 1964 after heated debates, protest,

and rage. Howard Smith, a congressman from Virginia and an ardent segregationist used

all his political power and know-how to defeat the bill. Title VII of the bin which

focused on employment discrimination, initially stated that an employer could not

discriminate on the basis of race, color, religion, or national origin. He thought that if

he tacked the word "sex" onto it, the amended Title would definitely be shot down by the

majority of his colleagues who would not vote for gender equality in the work place. The

amended Title was favorably argued by a few congresswomen who knew the significance

of such a bill. The bill passed and stuck a major victory for the Black Protest Movement
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and for gender equality, giving ample fuel to ignite the modem women's movement (Hill

and Jones, 1993).

The Women's Movement did not begin with women who had some vast political

or historical knowledge, but with women who were responding to the everyday injustices

that crossed their lives. Though these injustices were known to Black women and men,

they were within White realities. Although hampered by their limited scope, the women's

movement did bring to light questions that have and do effect all women, and men. The

question of profound inequalities sustained by sexism in social institutions and ideology

as well as economic and psychological relationships was echoed throughout the movement

(Joseph and Lewis, 1981). Beale (1970) has argued that the inferior racial and sex status

of Black women has placed them in a position of "double jeopardy"; that is, as a result

of their visible minority status, Black women are subject to discrimination on two counts:

racism and sexism. Much of the empirical literature relevant to the understanding of

women is based on studies of White middle-class American women, many of whom are

college educated. Relatively little is known about the experience and behavior of women

representing the Black race.

F. BLACK MATRIARCHY

Black experience bears powerful witness that family, community and kinship

networks are vital arenas of political survival and cultural resistance (Joseph and Lewis,

1981). The effects of racial and economic oppression figure largely in the structure and

functioning of Black families. Black women play an integral role in the family and
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frequently it is immaterial whether they are biological mothers, sisters, or members of an

extended family. From the standpoint of many Black daughters they frequently "mother"

their sisters, nieces, nephews, or cousins as well as their own children.

Most studies of Black women focus on her unique position of dominance within the

family. Compared to White women, Black women are overepresented as both heads of

households and as participants in the labor force (U.S. Bureau of Census 1982). This

may be attributed by the continual observation that Black families tend to educate their

daughters more than their sons. Not to say that this was an expression of the parents'

preference of daughters over sons but more likely a reaction to their greatest perceived

threat to their daughters' safety--the prospect of sexual exploitation by White males in

their homes where they served as domestics. Although this avenue for employment is not

as frequently chosen as it was 20 years ago, the cloud of fear for their Black daughters

well-being in society is still prevalent--and the main reason for attempting to give the

female children economic freedom through education.

The Black Matriarchy phenomena is a self perpetuating cycle. Most Black women

who head their households do so in both the domestic and financial arena. A study done

by Blood and Wolfe (1980) shows that the lower class Black urban woman assumes more

responsibility for making major family decisions than their White counterparts. This may

be explained by the fact that because these women are frequently employed in domestic

and service positions, they may have more experience in dealing with the White system.

Even though the Black culture can be different world from the White culture and system,

it still falls victim to the White culture's laws and limits. Therefore being familiar with
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the workings of such a system would give these Black women an intellectual and social

advantage over her Black male partners. This advantage continues to support the Black

female in her dominant role in the household while providing the framework for future

matriarchs.

G. ISSUES FACING THE BLACK FEMALE

Virginia O'Leary describes in her book Toward Understanding Women three big

issues facing the Black female. Each issue embodies a gamut of sub-issues dealing with

the everyday lives of these women.

1. Sterotypes and the Conceptions of the Black Female Role

The stereotypes of what is masculine and what is feminine are developed from

and perpetuated in White society. The commonly held female stereotype of women being

weak, dependent, passive, and submissive are not the same stereotypically feminine traits

most valued in the Black culture. A "typical" Black woman possesses the traits of

strength, independence, and resourcefulness (O'Leary, 1977). As mentioned earlier, often

times the Black female finds herself at the center of the family in terms of financial and

emotional support. She is faced with being the sole means of support for her family and

therefore endeavors to compete in the economic struggle of the job market. She therefore

adopts many traits characteristically defined as "masculine". For her, the White female

stereotypes of docile, weak and dependent do not play into the reality of her everyday

life.
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Because the Black community is a microcosm of the larger encompassing

White society, the Black woman may be viewed as less feminine (or more masculine)

than her White female counterpart. "The very traits that ensure her survival and that of

her family have made her the subject of Whites' scorn and ndicule." (O'Leary, p. 137).

The Black female is constantly battling the schism that exists between the two cultures.

She is caught between trying to "fit" and "conform" to a White society's view of how she

should be while also endeavoring to maintain her identity and role in her own community.

As mentioned earlier, sex-role stereotypes are focused on the sex-role

standards of White women and men. In 1970 a study by Steinmann and Fox was done

to determine whether Black college women shared white women's mnisperception of men's

ideal women. Their "Inventory of Feminine Values" found no real difference in Black

and White self perceptions, but the Black and White women did differ in their perceptions

of men's ideal woman. White women felt that the male's ideal woman had to be family

oriented, while the Black female thought man's ideal woman had a balance between

familial and self-achieving orientation.

A later study found that Blacks endorsed fewer items that discriminate

between the sexes than did Whites. Even if Black men and women agreed on a trait

being more characteristic to one sex than to the other, they were less likely than whites

to devalue females on traditionally stereotypical groiinds. The results are consistent with

Hill's and Jones' suggestion that the Black woman's social role has been traditionally

perceived as more valued in the Black community than that of the White female in the

White community. The fact that Black men are generally supportive of working wives
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probably stems from their perception of economic necessity than from their feminist

ideology. And yet with this support, the many Black females hold a fear of success

inside. Puryear and Medinick's 1975 study relates the fear of success to the Black Power

Movement. Advocates of the Black Power Movement view female independence and

assertiveness as detrimental to the survival of the Black Community. Young Black

women who are increasingly being influenced by the Black Power Movement are

confronted with the pressures of redefining their public roles along more traditionally

(white) stereotypical lines (Hill and Jones, 1993).

2. The Black Feminine Identity

Discussed earlier, the conception of the female role endorsed by the Black

community differs from that found in the broader White culture. If she accepts one

stereotype over the other she cannot live up to the expectations of the other community.

The Black female must therefore look for appropriate models to help her define her

gender-role identity.

Grier and Cobb suggest that the Black woman rejects herself because she can

not meet the White criteria of femininity. Blond hair, blue eyes and peaches and cream

complexion are characteristics associated with the White feminine ideal and which are

impossible for the Black woman to attain, not to mention close to impossible for many

White women to attain. The influence of the White feminine ideal on the self image of

Black girls is revealed by this comment by a Black Woman:

Because I was dark I was always being plastered with vaseline so I wouldn't look
ashy. Whenever I had my picture taken they would pile a whitish powder on my
face and make the lights so bright I always came out looking ghostly. My mother
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stopped speaking to any number of people because they said I would have been
pretty if I hadn't been so dark. Like nearly every little black girl, I had my share
of dreams of waking up to find myself with long blond curls, blue eyes and skin
like milk (Marshall, 1970, p.2 6 ).

The fact that Black men have traditionally viewed light-skinned women as

more desirable has perpetuated the acceptance of the White feminine ideal within the

Black community. And yet with the more recent resurgence of the Black Pride movement

the opposite too is happening to women of this culture. To be the darker skinned woman

is perceived as being more "Black" by those in the movement. That is the darker woman

is understood to be more supportive, more attune, and more a part of the Black culture.

Because of the shade of her skin she somehow possesses a greater understanding of what

it means to be Black. These two differing views pull at the consciousness of many Black

women (Hill and Jones, 1993).

Along with looking for a "white model", evidence has suggested that the

Black female also continues to look within her community for the definition of the

feminine role (Stack, 1974). The most prevalent conception of womanhood that existed

among lower class urban preadult Black females was that of strength and resourcefulness.

Their conception of femininity focused on the ability to accept responsibility and the traits

they valued most highly in women were strength, resourcefulness, and self-reliance.

Great admiration was expressed for their mothers and other Black models who they

viewed as independent and self-reliant. Most of the studies focused on the lower class

urban female. Her valued model incorporated characteristically "masculine" traits,

whereas the conception of femininity among upper middle class Black families was closer
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to the traditional stereotype of White society. No matter which model the young Black

female endeavors to emulate she will no doubt be judged by the harsh and sometimes

unforgiving White standards, not because they are superior but because the White male

society remains in control today.

3. Self-Esteem

The idea that self-images are perceived and defined in terms of other's

reactions to us is an important concept in understanding the emotional make up of most

Black women (who live in a predominantly White world). Most people need the

reassurance of others to feel comfortable about themselves and the choices they have

made. The society in which Black females live has different standards than the

community to which they belong. To constantly have her physical and cultural

differences echoed by White society is not only painfully troubling but also inconsoling.

According to Joseph and Lewis (1981), many Black men add to Black women's low self

esteem because they have begun to accept the view that Black women are too independent

and unwilling to submerge their own self-interests in order to promote the advancement

of Black men.

Black women do derive a positive sense of self from many of the traditional

aspects of the feminine role, although their social roles may be defined differently than

those of the majority of white women. Studies have shown that Black women expect to

and do work after marriage and children. For many this may reflect a current economic

necessity. Economic independence has historically characterized the role of Black

women- both during slavery and, and before then on the African continent (Billingsly
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1971). There is also some evidence to suggest that Black women are more likely to

value the role of mother over wife more than their White counterparts (Bell 1965). The

mother-child bond is an important aspect of the structure of the Black community.

4. The Black Mother

The role of mother is central to the Black woman's definition of self (O'Leary

1977). In her role as a mother, nurturing and protecting her young, the Black woman has

been the salvation of her family. As mentioned earlier, Black women function as heads

of households more than do White women hypothesizing that because Black women are

seen to possess both stereotypical feminine characteristics (for example warmth and

expressiveness) and stereotypical masculine characteristics (for example strength an

resourcefulness), they are better equipped than White women to cope with the demands

of child rearing in the absence of a father. Gurin and Epps (1975) report that growing

up in a home without a father did not adversely affect the academic performances, future

aspirations, or achievement goals of Black college students. This may be a result of the

dual nature of the role of the Black woman as mother and provider.

Within the Black community, and especially among the lower class family,

there is an extended cluster of kin referred to by many as a kin network. This network

allows Black women, who may not have the funds to pay for child care, to leave her

children with extended family while she works to support her family. The evolution of

the extended kin network has allowed these women to maximize their independence,

acquire and maintain domestic authority, and strengthen ties with kin (O'Leary, 1977).
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The social experience of Black women is undoubtedly different from White

women. However, most of the differences between these two groups of women are

probably not do to race per se. but rather to the political, social, and economic conditions

in this society that have encouraged the existence of a separate Black community within

a broader culture.

H. WOMEN, BLACK AND WHITE, IN MANAGEMENT AND THE MILITARY

Management organizations, including the military, are cultures separate from society

but not separate from the influences and biases created by that society. As mentioned

earlier, the racial and sexual bias created, maintained and sustained in our society

influences each individual member. When these members choose to join any organization

they naturally briýg with them what was learned and lived in society. Civilian

management organizations and the U.S. military are currently in need of an environment

cleaned of sexual and racial bias. Military effectiveness is hindered by racial strife

similar to that of the 1970's when racial tensions mounted and exploded on U.S. aircraft

carriers.

Of the literature available on senior women and minorities (Black women in

particular) in senior management and senior military positions very little is documented.

Of that, most of what is known pertains only to White women or Black men. In their

article, "Women and Minorities in Management", Morrison andt Von Glinow (1990)

discuss the current climate of women and people of color in management organizations.

Interestingly enough, the hierarchical structure of the military in many ways mirrors that
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of civilian organizations. The uncomplimentary attitudes toward women and minorities,

born out of society, are nurtured and sustained in the systems that make up management

organizations and the military.

1. The "Glass Ceiling" Effect

The glass ceiling is a concept popularized in the 1980's to describe a barrier

so subtle that it is transparent, yet so strong that it prevents women and minorities from

moving up in the hierarchy. Black women in particular hit the glass ceiling twice as

hard. Their upward mobility in the military's hierarchy is stunted by their "double

jeopardy" status mentioned earlier. The minority gender status of Black women coupled

with their minority race status has the potential to severely blind the organization whose

vision is already blurred by society's impeding views of Black women in positions of

authority.

2. Theoretical Perspectives

Many theories have been offered to explain why there exists sexual and racial

differences within the structure of many organizations. These theories as explained by

Morrison and Von Glinow fall into three general groups. First are theories that assume

that the differences of women and minorities are their handicap. That is, the argued

deficiencies of, for example, Black women are largely responsible for their differential

treatment. The second theory cites "discrimination by the majority population as the

major cause of inequities." (Morrison and Von Glinow, p. 432). Here the bias and

stereotyping of the White male in power is the basis for the slow progress of women and
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